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Government laboratories
The need for laboratory support for government animal health programs was recognised early in Australia's colonial history. Laboratory-based veterinary diagnosis was recorded as early as 1890 1 and the first dedicated veterinary diagnostic and research facility, caravans converted to mobile laboratories were also used to handle the large number of samples in remote areas (Fig. 1) .
By the mid-1980s Australia had 23 "bricks and mortar" veterinary laboratories scattered throughout the country (Table 1 ). In addition to the BTEC work, these laboratories also performed general diagnostic pathology and were an important part of the overall national animal disease surveillance system.
Happy days
The early 1980s are often viewed by aging veterinary diagnosticians as the halcyon days of veterinary laboratories in Australia. In addition to the massive activity generated by the BTEC governments generally accepted a role in supporting livestock production through extension activities, control of endemic diseases and a significant level of research. Access to diagnostic services was free and laboratories were well staffed.
Surveillance for diseases was also a key priority. Information on what diseases are, or are not, present in Australia is essential to underpin our interstate and overseas market access and for protection of public health. Australia is free from many of the serious infectious diseases affecting livestock in other parts of the world and, in particular, the absence of foot and mouth disease (FMD) is critical to our overseas trade access. FMD surveillance has always been a major focus for government laboratories.
A critical step in early detection of exotic and emerging diseases is farmer reporting of abnormalities in their stock. The provision of free laboratory services was a major incentive for reporting and the regional location of many of the laboratories facilitated submission of whole animals for post-mortem examination. Most regional laboratories had a healthy caseload and this provided an excellent training ground for laboratory diagnosticians.
Despite this extensive national laboratory network, Australia still lacked the capability to actually diagnose many exotic diseases.
Without a high security laboratory, live viruses required for many diagnostic assays could not be held in the country and suspect samples had to be sent overseas to laboratories such as Pirbright in the UK.
Following considerable lobbying from industry and the veterinary profession, the Australian Animal Health Laboratory (AAHL), a world class, high security biocontainment laboratory was commissioned The wheels start to wobble...and fall off 
Private versus public -cooperation or competition?
The advent of private veterinary laboratories was viewed with both cynicism and concern by many government laboratory personnel.
The profit motive was seen by some as compromising science. At the time, a significant number of government laboratories also provided some level of service for small animal veterinary practitioners to bolster their own budgets and they did not appreciate this new competition. Conversely, the private sector viewed the government laboratories as unfairly competing in the market place with marginal costing policies resulting in less than commercial fee structures.
They argued that the government had no role in servicing the pet and pleasure animal markets. Universities benefit from the added caseload (and therefore teaching material) that government laboratories attract and government benefits from both the expanded expertise found in an academic institution and the recognition of "teaching value" that universities apply in setting cost-recovery models. Both benefit from the efficiency of shared facilities and a more robust scientific environment.
The joint venture between the Victorian government and Latrobe University may provide further insight into how this might work in the Australia. Although Latrobe does not have a veterinary school they do offer an undergraduate degree in animal and veterinary bioscience.
Challenges for the future
The reduction in government veterinary laboratories is an irreversible trend and further rationalisation of services is likely as governments continue to scrutinise their expenditure of public funds.
However, this process needs to be better coordinated. 
